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On the fIrst page of this splendid new biography, Dickens is cited referring to his own earliest
writings as 'certain tragedies achieved at the mature age of eight or ten and represented with
great applause to overflowing nurseries'. The genially tongue-in-cheek celebration of his own
precociousness is entirely characteristic, with the fInal flourish of 'overflowing nurseries' an
example of the kind of 'unnecessary detail' that Orwell identifIed as a typical device of
Dickensian comedy. 'Overflowing' both transforms the brief recollection into a comic scene
and indicates the essential quality of the creative imagination at work here. A very different
writer from a later time and another culture who took inspiration from Dickens, Franz Kafka,
described his work in similar terms as marked by 'heedless powerful overflowing'; and to read
this biography is to be struck by how that same description could be applied to Dickens's life
as a whole. His prodigious energy overflowed his work as a writer into an extraordinary range
of activities, anyone of which would have been a full-time occupation for an ordinary mortal:
editing weekly journals and corresponding at length with contributors and offering generous
advice to would-be writers; writing articles and delivering speeches on social and political
matters of public concern; setting up and running an asylum for homeless women; indulging
his passion for amateur theatricals by producing, directing and acting in plays; and fInally, and
in a sense fatally, giving public readings from his works to packed houses in Britain, Ireland
and North America. All this will be familiar to many readers, but what Michael Slater brings
to it is a mastery of the novelist's lesser-known writings now available in defInitive editions journalism, essays, short stories, sketches, travel pieces, as well as the voluminous letters - so
that what emerges is the overflowing multifariousness of his work as a writer and an
illuminating account in particular of how the novelist was not, despite the immediate success
of The Pickwick Papers, born all at once but developed slowly out of the writer of sketches,
articles and occasional pieces.
This focus on the writing - to the exclusion, for example, of speculation about the exact nature
of Dickens's relationship with Ellen Ternan beyond the bare facts that are known for certain would have won the praise of George Eliot, who was contemptuous of the tendency of literary
biography to rake up details of the life 'for the gossiping amusement of people too idle to reread {an author's] books' (Letter of 20 February 1874). On reading the last volume of John
Forster's biography she was struck by the melancholy aspect of 'poor Dickens's latter years
[ ... ] in the feverish pursuit ofloud effects and money', but she also, characteristically, made a
distinction between the quality of the life and the quality of the writing, fInding 'surprizingly
more freshness and naturalness of humour' (!bid) in his letters cited in this volume than in the
earlier ones. She herself only makes an occasional appearance in Slater's biography, most
notably when Dickens, with his professional critical acumen, discerns that Scenes of Clerical
Life must have been written by a woman. Otherwise the lives of the two greatest novelists of
their day took their different courses, and the contrast between them is striking except for the
one quality they had in common and which Dickens always insisted, in defIance of popular
notions of creative genius, was the one essential prerequisite for achievement as a writer: a
capacity for unremitting hard work. He was dismissive of the typical would-be writer who
submitted inferior copy to his magazines, and he expressed his scorn by defIning the attributes
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necessary for a successful writing career: 'It would amaze his incredulity beyond all measure,
to be told that such elements as patience, study, punctuality, determination, self-denial, training
of mind and body, hours of application and seclusion to produce what he reads in seconds, enter
into such a career' (p. 352). George Eliot would surely have agreed with this delineation of the
writer's life and its demands. Dickens always insisted, too, on the honour and dignity due to
the writing profession, as he did for instance in a letter of 1847 to George Eliot's future partner
G. H. Lewes about the latter's novel Ranthorpe: 'When literary men shall begin to feel the
honor and worth of their pursuit, as you would teach them to, Literature will be a happier
calling' (p. 266). And in the following year he was warm in his praise for Forster's new
biography of Goldsmith because it was 'so conducive to the dignity and honor of literature'
(Ibid). Georgt; Eliot's distaste for literary biographies that pander to an appetite for gossip
implies a similar view of the literary life.
The great contrast between their lives as writers lay in the privacy of her existence, which
Lewes was at such pains to protect, and the way in which Dickens lived out his life in all its
frenetic multifariousness on the public stage, most distressingly for his own dignity, and that
of his profession, when he publicized the break-down of his marriage and made attempts, at
once shameful and shameless, to vindicate himself in print at his wife's expense. More
interesting for an understanding of his writing is the process Slater carefully traces by which
the most private and repressed aspects of the novelist's past, the humiliating experience of
childhood drudgery in the blacking factory, gradually came to the surface and left their mark
upon the fiction. Dickens's handling of both his traumatic past and his painful separation from
his wife testify to the complexity of character that this study amply illustrates. His protean
nature overflowed the straightforward polarities of melodrama that he sometimes drew on in
his plots - good and bad, selfless generosity and scheming self-interest - and took multiple
forms. He could be both bold radical and bigoted reactionary; contemptuous of the aristocratic
establishment and a champion of the poor and disadvantaged, he was at the same time touchily
conscious of his own superiority and insistent that people he considered his social inferiors
should know their place; generous, charming and charismatic, he could be coldly vindictive
when crossed, quick to take offence and unable to forget, let alone forgive, any perceived
slight, however apparently trifling. Although he assiduously sought to inspire and retain the
affection of his readers - the one great enduring love-affair of his life as Slater makes clear the conflicting elements in his nature made him a very different, and less sympathetic,
character than the one he was at pains to project in his writing. But in the end it is the writing
that matters, and Slater's masterly account, which keeps it firmly and clearly in focus, will
enable, and inspire, us to return to the fiction with renewed interest and insight.
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